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      London, 1895

      The sanctuary of Chelsea Old Church was choked with roses. Their heady fragrance clung to the air, nearly suffocating the hundreds of overdressed, sweating bodies crammed into the pews. Myrtle garlands were draped along the central aisle, their graceful loops and swags leading toward the altar where the somber groom stood dressed in his finest morning attire.

      Lenore hovered at the threshold, observing the scene from outside herself, as if it were happening to someone else—some pitiable creature about to become a duchess.

      Mendelssohn's “Wedding March” began to play. Father’s arm extended to escort her down the aisle, yet she stared at it as though it were a foreign object. Her hand refused to meet his. Her feet felt rooted to the floor, unwilling to carry her toward the duke that awaited her.

      She could not marry this man!

      Lenore had come from New York, where her family’s wealth was considered too new to win a place among the Astors, too vulgar even for the Vanderbilts, who’d made their money much like Father had, building up the Central Railroads of New York and New Jersey.

      Rather than accept the snub, the Webber-Garveys had crossed the Atlantic determined to purchase themselves a genuine English aristocrat. They’d certainly found one in the Duke of Sandridge, who had been desperate enough for Lenore’s dowry to ignore his future in-laws’ tasteless behavior and obvious greed.

      Love, fondness—any semblance of affection—had never factored into the deal.

      Lenore’s feelings weren’t considered at all. Yet today, months of careful planning and shrewd negotiations depended on her meeting His Grace at the altar and uttering two simple words: I will.

      Her fate as the Duchess of Sandridge would be sealed forever.

      Once she took that first step, there’d be no going back.

      She’d missed her cue in the procession, and the organist was forced to begin again. Through her veil, Lenore could see her father glaring at her. Hundreds of expectant faces turned awkwardly to meet hers, and she felt her cheeks flame. Mother was aghast. Sandridge, red-faced and rigid at the altar, radiated humiliation, for he’d upheld his end of the bargain in every way.

      Lenore had failed hers.

      Could she sacrifice any chance at happiness to marry a man who only thought of her as a means to an end? To please her parents, who only considered her a pawn in their game of social success?

      The answer was no.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered to her father.

      “I’m sorry,” she shouted to the duke.

      “I’m sorry,” she cried to anyone who would listen, knowing they didn’t care, and then she turned on her heels to run.

      Grabbing fistfuls of heavy silk, she lifted her skirt hems high over her stockinged calves and dashed across the threshold. A stunned young man held the door open for her, and Lenore burst out into the bright sunlight.

      She didn’t know this part of town. She’d never been to Chelsea before.

      Outside, dozens of carriages lined the road. She recognized the ducal landau festooned with ribbons for the occasion, and behind it, her parents’ rented brougham. None of their coachmen were loyal to her.

      Gawkers and bystanders crowded the paving stones. Some held posies of flowers, others handfuls of rice. No one moved. No one spoke. Even the policemen hired to manage traffic stood frozen.

      Then, as if emerging from a trance, the spectators surged. They shouted at her, reached for her. Lenore felt dozens of hands clutching at her, tugging on her sleeves, and tearing at the fabric of her wedding gown!

      Everyone wanted a piece of her.

      Yet Lenore wanted only her freedom.

      She pushed through the masses of people, shoulder to shoulder, elbow to elbow. Behind her, she heard angry voices calling as her parents and their guests spilled from the sanctuary. Thankfully, the crowd surrounded her, blocking Father and Sandridge from reaching her.

      “This way, love!” A lady tilted her parasol, and Lenore gratefully ducked beneath it, vanishing into the street beyond.

      On this sunny Saturday, the shops flanking the street were thrown open for their customers. She passed bookstores, grocers, and apothecaries, and caught sight of her reflection in the wide glass windows of a wine merchant. Her veil was in tatters. Her silk skirts were snagged and streaked with dirt. Dust from the street swirled around her ankles, and she realized that somewhere in the fray, she’d lost one of her slippers.

      The buckles had been made of silver and studded with diamonds. Every newspaper and gossip rag from Manhattan to Mayfair had reported on the gaudy flamboyance of her trousseau. Now, she ran through Chelsea in her stocking-feet, unrecognizable.

      Two men hauling crates of fruit staggered as they saw her. Women leaned out of windows to cheer her on, and someone slung water—she hoped it was water—from the steps of a house where a maid had been mopping.

      Lenore ran as fast as her legs could carry her, though her muscles were screaming. She ran until she was breathless, lungs burning, and never dared to look back.

      Up ahead, a delivery wagon emerged from an arched carriageway. The drays pulling it were slow and plodding, and the drivers on the bench seat were focused on navigating into traffic rather than the young woman in white bearing down upon them.

      Lenore darted past the horses, sending them whinnying and fussing in their traces. The man holding the ribbons called her an awful name, but the angry commotion served to slow down her pursuers.

      She crossed the street, praying they’d lost her.

      By now, her feet throbbed, her corset cut into her ribs. At the corner of a quiet, tree-lined street, she bent to tear off the last scraps of her remaining slipper.

      Her lungs burned. She hadn't eaten since yesterday, and her pulse pounded in her temples, blurring her vision, making the world sway.

      She wasn’t sure how much farther she could manage.

      The sign overhead read Paultons Square. It was a modest Georgian terrace with a long, grassy garden in the center. The houses surrounding it stood three stories high, constructed of pale brick, white stone, and wrought iron railings. Some had awnings flapping over their sash windows, while others boasted cheerful flower boxes and pots of blossoms perched upon the sills.

      Behind her, Lenore heard shouting growing louder. She turned to find the inhabitants of a pub shuffling out into the sunlight, squinting and pointing, and wondering what all the ruckus was about. Soon, Sandridge and the rest would be nipping at her heels.

      Risking everything, she pushed away from the corner and hurried toward the closest house. She mounted the front stoop, which had been scrubbed to gleaming, and lifted her fist.

      Funny. Her body, which had felt alien all morning, now obeyed.

      She stared at her gloved hand for the breath of an instant, and then she pounded on the door with all her might.

      Bang, bang, bang.

      The vibrations rattled her arm.

      Bang, bang, bang.

      She gritted her teeth to keep from screaming.

      Bang, bang, bang.

      She swore she heard a policeman’s whistle and the thundering of boot heels on cobblestones.

      Lenore raised her hand one last time—her last chance at freedom—and then the door opened in her face. Cool air from the interior fanned her heated skin. Perspiration stung her eyes, and she wiped it away, blinking into the dim recess of the house.

      A gray-haired, pock-scarred servant stood to receive her.

      “Please,” she panted, “let me in.”

      Nodding, the man stepped aside to make a path for her. “Aye, miss. We turn no one away here.”
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      Auberon heard the knocking—pounding, really—on his front door.

      He set aside the notes he’d been taking and crossed the drawing room to peer out his windows. He saw no one in the square, not even a carriage.

      Curious, he descended the stairs, meeting Stephenson, his manservant, in the marbled foyer. The knocking continued, insistent and unrelenting.

      With a nod, Stephenson hauled open the door, prepared for whatever emergency lay on the other side. One of the many benefits of hiring ex-convicts, Auberon thought, was their unshakeable nerve. They’d lived rough, seen worse, and survived it all. But even Stephenson blinked at the sight of a bride on their doorstep.

      She tumbled into the front hall, clad in a torn silk brocade gown cut to the height of fashion. Her leg o’ mutton sleeves scarcely fit through the doorway, and the stiff collar kept her chin high even as sweat streamed down her flushed face.

      The lace veil she’d worn was in tatters, her hems were shredded and stained a filthy, mottled brown, and she limped with every step she took. Blood streaked the marble floor, for she’d lost her shoes.

      Auberon took her by the arm and steered her down the corridor, asking, “What can we do for you?”

      “Hide me!” she pleaded. “I’ve escaped from the church, and there is a mob after me.”

      Her accent was American, and her wealth was obvious. Something about her pretty face looked familiar, though Auberon felt certain their paths had never crossed before…

      But then the realization struck. Like everyone hereabouts, he’d read of the Sandridge wedding, doomed to take place today.

      “You’re the Webber-Garvey heiress,” he guessed.

      She nodded, breathless.

      Word ‘round the clubs whispered that her father offered a million dollars to the highest-ranking man who’d have her. The Duke of Sandridge had answered the call, and their engagement made fodder for all the gossip rags until it was all anyone talked about.

      Auberon thought it a shameful business and had mentally chided Sandridge for being so mercenary. He’d judged Miss Webber-Garvey, too, for selling herself. Yet as he gazed into her wide, panic-stricken blue eyes, he realized she might never have been a willing participant in the deal.

      A fortune was at stake, and she was hiding in his foyer.

      “They’ll come for you,” he warned.

      She gripped his arm with surprising strength. Indeed, her gloved fingertips dug into his sleeve as if she were drowning and he the only thing keeping her afloat. “I can’t go back.”

      A split second was all the time he had to make his decision, for at that moment, another knock shook his door.

      “Please!” she begged him.

      It was true that he never turned away a person in need. He’d sheltered pickpockets and burglars, swindlers and streetwalkers. He’d taken in children too young to fend for themselves, and old souls with nowhere else to go.

      Generally, he kept on the right side of the law—his mission was reform, not rebellion—but Auberon reckoned he could lie, just this once, if it meant saving Miss Webber-Garvey.

      “In here,” he said, pushing open the dining room door. “Be still. Be quiet. And if this door opens, hide behind it. Do you understand?”

      Again, she nodded.

      He would need something to throw her trackers off the scent. “Quickly! Give me your veil.”

      She tore it from her head, pale hair spilling down in tangled waves, and handed it to him.

      Auberon closed the door behind him, concealing her.

      He sprinted to the back garden and tossed the veil into the narrow patch of grass at the rear of his house. It was a pity to trample the priceless lace, but it was already ruined before he ground his boot into it.

      He’d just reached the safety of the glass conservatory when a police constable stormed in, demanding to know if a woman had been seen in this vicinity.

      Auberon jammed his hands into his trouser pockets and turned to face the policeman. “I’m afraid she escaped through the rear of the house.”

      The bobby was skeptical. He studied the scene—noting the heirloom lace veil, the flattened grass, and the six-foot-tall brick wall over which his quarry supposedly escaped. “Forgive me, my lord, but I doubt the young lady in question is capable of climbing a garden wall.”

      Auberon shrugged. “She was rather determined…”

      The policeman narrowed his eyes. “And you did not think to stop her?”

      “I daredn’t confine a woman against her will. That would be kidnap, would it not?”

      The bobby attempted to peer over the top of the wall. “In which direction did she head?”

      “I really couldn’t say.”

      “You mean to tell me that a strange lady dressed in bride clothes burst in unannounced, ran the length of your house, and scaled your garden wall, yet you couldn’t be arsed to see where she was going?”

      Auberon bit back a smile at the vulgarity. “I’m as shocked as you are, constable.”

      Grumbling, the policeman snatched up Miss Webber-Garvey’s veil as evidence and stamped muddy footprints through his hall. With a scathing glance at Stephenson, who held open the door, the bobby said, “Report to the police station if you see her—and for Christ’s sake, don’t let her go!”

      He waited until the man had gone before telling Stephenson, “Lock the door.”

      “Aye, milord. Nicely played.”

      Auberon went to the dining room and tapped lightly upon the door panel. “Miss Webber-Garvey, it’s safe to come out.”

      She emerged looking tired and drawn, for the excitement of her ordeal had worn off, leaving only the stark reality of what she’d done.

      He gave her his arm to lean on, asking, “Can you manage the stairs?”

      “Yes, thank you. I’ll be alright.”

      Together, they climbed the oaken staircases that led to the drawing room. She was still limping, he noticed. Auberon carefully led her to an armchair and eased her down upon the seat. Her voluminous skirts overflowed the armrests to puddle on the floor. Through the ragged fragments of her hems, he saw shredded stockings, bits of gravel and glass embedded in her bloodied feet.

      She’d be lucky indeed if she did not catch an infection from whatever filth she’d run through on the street.

      “We’ll need to clean your feet and patch you up as best we can,” he told her. He went to the bell-pull and rang for Hillsey, the housemaid. They required soap and hot water, a basin, and plenty of towels. Bandages and antiseptic solution, as well.

      Tea and cake, especially, for it was going to be a long afternoon.
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      A young maid in a crisp apron and mobcap arrived bearing an earthenware basin and a steaming pitcher. She knelt to fill the foot-soak, adding drops of pungent antiseptic from a cork-stoppered medicine bottle. As she did so, her curious gaze stole glances at Lenore.

      “I could not go through with it,” Lenore confessed.

      The handsome gentleman—only a few years older than herself—waved the words away. “You needn’t explain.” The young maid cut her eyes to him, and added, more carefully, “That is to say, you must’ve had a perfectly rational reason to escape Sandridge. You did escape, didn’t you? You’re not his duchess now?”

      “No,” Lenore said quietly. “I’m nothing to His Grace.”

      They both exhaled in relief.

      Meanwhile, the maid peeled away the last scraps of Lenore’s ruined stockings. With good, strong soap and a sturdy washcloth, the girl began to scrub the filth from her feet. It stung terribly, and Lenore winced.

      “I’m sorry,” the gentleman apologized, “but it must be done.”

      “I understand.” She pressed her lips together and bore it.

      Back in New York, Lenore was accustomed to being soaked, pampered, and sponged—all in the name of beauty, her mother told her.

      This, by contrast, was pure agony. The soap burned the raw soles of her feet. Splinters of glass and gravel worked their way to the surface, and when the housemaid submerged Lenore’s abraded flesh into the medicated water, she felt as though she were being dunked in acid!

      She arched against the cushioned seat and grappled for any measure of comfort. Her gloved hands groped the air, finding none. But then, somehow, the handsome gentleman was by her side, his warm fingers curling against hers, enveloping her stiff white knuckles in the safety of his palms.

      “Shhh,” he murmured. “You’re safe now.”

      Lenore longed to believe him, yet she knew her troubles were only just beginning. She’d humiliated Sandridge, infuriated her parents, and now placed herself at the mercy of this stranger. But she dared not think of that right now. Lenore focused only on the reassuring press of the man’s hands and his calming words.

      She lifted her eyes to meet his and saw no censure in those dark depths, only compassion. His face was handsome and young, and though a furrow currently creased his forehead, she sensed that he’d not lived a life of hardship.

      The clothes he wore were comfortable and well-tailored, and, she imagined, expensive. But he was not an overly pretentious dresser like the duke. No diamond stickpins or ruby cufflinks. The signet ring he wore on the little finger of his left hand was made of sensible, burnished gold, rubbed smooth until the inscription was scarcely legible.

      His coffee-brown hair was tousled, untouched by oils or pomade.

      She sighed and began to relax. The medicated foot-soak radiated warmth up her aching legs. Her tense muscles began to loosen. The sweat that had stung her eyes now cooled pleasantly against her brow.

      She smiled up at him. “That’s much better. Thank you.”

      He released her hand—reluctantly, she thought—and took a seat on the sofa across from her. Only then did she notice the scattered papers and notepads he’d hastily swept aside.

      “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything too important,” she prodded.

      He smiled. “Nothing that won’t keep for an hour or two.”

      For now, she was his main priority.

      It was a pleasant feeling after weeks of being dismissed.

      “May I ask your name, sir?”

      He cleared his throat and ran a hand through his hair. No wonder it couldn’t stay neat when he fussed with it so! “Baron Ivestone, at your service.”

      She gave a rueful laugh. “Another nobleman…” She’d met so many over the weeks. “London must be the most well-heeled place on Earth, with dukes and lords on every corner.”

      “During the Season, yes. All the great families are in town.”

      “I’m surprised we haven’t been introduced before,” she told His Lordship. She would’ve remembered if they had.

      Again, he shifted uncomfortably. “We don’t move in the same circles.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’m not here to indulge in the social whirl,” he explained. “I come to London for my work and to take my seat in the House of Lords every year. Forgive me, but my parliamentary duties are more important to me than attending balls.” He smiled faintly. “I try to use what little influence I have for something useful.”

      Lenore grinned, for she wasn’t offended at all. “That’s very admirable.”

      Here was a man who did not squander his privilege.

      “You must think me silly in this stupid dress.” She plucked at the torn brocade. The gigot sleeves were already deflated, the cuffs frayed. It had been crafted by the illustrious House of Worth, yet now it was a ruin. “I didn’t even pick it out. My mother gave me a handful of sketches sent over from Paris and—if you can believe it—I chose the least fussy one!”

      They both laughed, but his voice was warm when he replied, “I think it's a pretty frock. I’m sure it looked lovely on you.”

      “Before I made such a mess of things.” Lenore sagged back against the armchair.

      She looked around at the cheerful drawing room, papered in bleu ciel and warmed by polished wood. The furniture was sturdy and overstuffed, comfortable and tidy, but not immaculate. It was undoubtedly a man’s space, with prints of horses on the mantelpiece and framed landscapes lining the walls, yet it was nothing compared to the ostentatious gleam of her own suite of rooms back home.

      If she could choose for herself, Lenore imagined living in such cozy confines. Sharing a home with a man who offered his hand instead of forcing hers.

      Lord Ivestone edged toward her to admit, “I know Sandridge. He’s a pompous ass, but not a villain…”

      “I don’t want to be anybody’s duchess. I hate all the scrutiny of being in the spotlight—the newspaper articles, the gawkers, my photograph printed on the covers of fashionable magazines—that might be fun for some people, but I cannot abide living in a fishbowl.”

      She’d been sick in the days leading up to her wedding, not that she’d been involved in the planning process anyway. She doubted His Grace had even noticed she was missing before the festivities.

      “So, you see, I had to run. I had to. Because every time I thought about that church, I felt like I was suffocating.”

      “Didn’t you explain all this to your parents?”

      Hadn’t she made sensible arguments and impassioned speeches in her favor? Hadn’t she presented her case for weeks, only to be ignored? Not even the duke would hear her out.

      His Lordship was quiet for a moment, but then he asked, gently, “What is it you want, Miss Webber-Garvey?”

      The question caught her off guard, as no one had asked her that, ever.

      The simple directness of it made her throat tighten.

      Yet she met his eyes. “I want to mean something in this world. To be more than currency,” she said. “My family will be more upset about the public embarrassment and the ‘lost alliance’ than for my welfare. I mean nothing to them, just as I mean nothing to His Grace. I used to believe my parents loved me once upon a time. They gave me everything I ever wanted—except freedom.”
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      He had never truly considered the plight of a Dollar Princess. Like everyone else in London, Auberon had believed her scandalous, unscrupulous, and self-centered. The gossip rags had certainly painted her that way.

      Yet she sat before him, barefoot, the trappings of wealth stripped away. He saw her clearly now—not as she’d been written about, but as she was—and realized that she wasn’t scheming at all. She was terrified, trapped in a foreign country, torn apart by people who did not have her best interests at heart. With no other option left to her, she’d placed herself at the mercy of a stranger.

      Him.

      Damn His Grace! Had Sandridge no morals? No kindness? No regard at all for the lady?

      It was cruel.

      But none of it was her fault.

      “I think you’re courageous,” he told her. “Few women would’ve defied their parents so brazenly. I suppose most would’ve given in to pressure and gone through with it.”

      Her eyes widened. “Oh, I couldn’t do that. I’d die.”

      He nearly started from the sofa. “You think Sandridge would hurt you?”

      He’d hunt the man down, call him out if need be. If the duke thought he could harm her…

      “I meant I’d die inside.” She placed her gloved hand against her breast, over her beating heart. “I’d wither up, and grow small, and disappear. I’d become an empty shell of myself, hollow. It would be worse than death.”

      Auberon settled back down, and she continued, “I’d never dreamed of falling in love or embarking on some grand romantic adventure. I don’t believe in fairytales, but I do want to matter—at least to the man I marry. Sandridge would replace me tomorrow if he could find another heiress with a dowry as large as mine.”

      “Then why doesn’t he?”

      Surely, it must chafe His Grace to marry a woman dead-set against him.

      Then again, Miss Webber-Garvey was beautiful. Her flaxen hair tumbled over her shoulders, thick and lustrous, and the white silk of her bodice caught the sunlight, casting a pearly glow across her flushed cheeks.

      Her neck was long and swanlike, and her figure graceful. If Sandridge were half a man, he’d be desperate for her.

      Auberon felt his pulse race. His mouth had gone dry. Thankfully, Hillsey returned to collect the foot-bath. She toweled off Miss Webber-Garvey’s reddened skin, which was bruised and tender but not too damaged.

      When the girl finished her task, Auberon thanked her. “We’ll take our tea now, Hillsey.”

      She bobbed a curtsey. “Yes, milord.”

      The tea tray was soon placed on a side table, and Hillsey served each of them a cup and saucer. A plate of freshly baked gingerbread was offered, and Auberon couldn’t resist taking a slice. “Thank you,” he told the girl.

      Miss Webber-Garvey smiled at the maid over her teacup. “You’ve been very helpful, Hillsey. I am in your debt.”

      “Nonsense, miss. It were my pleasure.” The girl grinned and bobbed, and then backed out of the drawing room as if leaving an audience with the Queen.

      “Your staff here is kind,” said his guest, sipping her tea.

      He chewed a bite of cake. “Yours is not?”

      She shrugged. “We’ve rented a house in Mayfair. It came furnished and filled with servants. I’m grateful for their hard work in keeping us comfortable, but I know they look down on us. We’re loud and brash, so unlike their English employers. Sometimes I can’t help but take their sneers to heart.”

      “You mustn’t take it to heart,” he said matter-of-factly. Auberon studied the dainty way she handled her cup and saucer, the ease with which she nibbled cake and made conversation. She was genteel, though not gently-bred. “Your manners are lovely.”

      She carried herself with such innate grace that she ought to feel at home in any drawing room, anywhere. He was sorry his countrymen hadn’t given her a warm welcome, but folk could be so snobbish and cruel.

      “If I’d met you before Sandridge,” she told him, “I might’ve had a better impression of the aristocracy.”

      His Grace should’ve been kinder to his fiancée. He should have shielded her from the censure of society, seen to it that she was respected and accepted as the future Duchess of Sandridge, regardless of his personal feelings—or lack thereof—toward her.

      Had Auberon met her upon her arrival, no unkind words would have reached her ears, and certainly never been printed in the newspapers. He would not have stood for it.

      He could hardly stomach it now. Things ought never to have reached this point, where she felt friendless and alone, and had been forced to run rather than reach out for help.

      “On behalf of aristocrats everywhere, please accept my humblest apology.” He put aside his plate of cake, having lost his appetite. “Trust that you have one friend in town whom you may always count on—me.”

      Miss Webber-Garvey smiled. “Thank you, my lord.”

      She’d drained her teacup and declined a second helping. Neither of them knew what to do with themselves. How did one host a runaway bride?

      He’d seen to her well-being, given her something to eat. The streets of Chelsea were likely still mobbed with search parties—she’d be spotted instantly if he tried to return her to her family. Besides, Auberon wasn’t entirely certain that ‘home’ was the best place for her.

      There was no telling what Sandridge or even her own parents might do.

      Only then did he notice her shoulders sagging. Her spine slumped against the back of her seat, and she stifled a yawn behind her hand. She was exhausted, body and soul. She needed somewhere quiet and safe to wait out the scandal.

      “Would you like to rest?” he asked. “You could lie down for a little while. I’ll see that you’re not disturbed, and when you’re ready, we can decide how best to proceed.”

      Cheeks pinkening, she confessed, “I’d be grateful for a nap. I haven’t slept well in days, maybe not even weeks. I think I’d feel more clear-headed if I could just close my eyes…”

      Auberon had seen this before in newly released convicts and street children worn ragged by sleeplessness and fear. It muddled one’s mind, bred anxiety. A hot meal and a long rest usually did wonders for getting someone back on their feet. Miss Webber-Garvey, for all her wealth, was no different.

      He stood and offered his hand to her. She placed her lace-gloved fingertips into the cradle of his palm. She was warm and soft, strong despite her circumstances—or perhaps because of them—and though he could not feel her skin, Auberon could not deny the thud of his heart as their hands joined.

      “Come,” he said softly. “Let me show you where you can sleep.”
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      Lenore wasn’t sure how long she’d slept, but judging by the angle of sunlight slanting across the floor, she guessed a few hours had passed since she’d rested her head on the pillows.

      The room His Lordship had given her was bright and airy, decorated in shades of yellow. Silk curtains trimmed with lace framed the windows, and pale, polished furnishings lent the place a soft, feminine charm.

      She sensed it had once belonged to the lady of the house, but hadn’t been occupied for many years. Although it was immaculately clean, it bore the musty smell of a lonely room, longing to be lived in.

      Blinking, Lenore sat up with a groan. She felt stiff and sore, and vaguely disoriented by the sentimentality that had crept into her thoughts. Bedrooms weren’t friendly or lonely—they were simply spaces to be filled, with purposes to serve. There was no use in putting emotion where it didn’t belong.

      Hadn’t her own wedding day proven that?

      Lenore swung her legs over the side of the mattress, only to feel something soft and furry stretched out upon the carpeted floor. She looked down to see a long-haired orange cat blinking up at her with curious green eyes.

      It flicked its tail, yawned, and stretched, dragging its claws across the rug. A thin strap of collar held a tiny bell and a brass tag engraved with the name ‘Blaze’ on the front.

      “Hello, Blaze,” she greeted him, smiling.

      He purred loudly in return.

      She scooped him up and settled him into her lap, stroking him from the top of his head to the tip of his tail. Blaze arched and squirmed beneath her touch, reveling in the attention. Most people kept cats for practical purposes, but she liked to imagine Lord Ivestone’s cat was a faithful companion—petted, spoken to, even spoiled. He struck her as a man who needed something to love.

      “Let’s go and find your master,” she told the cat.

      Carrying him, she and Blaze left the yellow bedchamber. His Lordship’s room lay across the corridor, but she saw it was unoccupied. She limped downstairs to the drawing room, which was also empty.

      The longcase clock in the hall ticked softly, its face reading just past seven. It would be dark in a few hours, but for now, the house was bathed in warm sunshine. While Lenore stumbled from room to room, Blaze grew impatient.

      The cat leaped from her arms. Meowing for her to follow, he led the way. On the ground floor, Lenore remembered the dim, marble-tiled foyer with its hat rack and umbrella stand. A rectangular mirror reflected a few candle sconces, and the dining room door stood open to reveal nothing remarkable inside.

      The cat sped toward the back of the house, where a pretty glass conservatory was attached to the rear of the terrace. She found Lord Ivestone there.

      The jaunty jingle of Blaze’s bell announced their arrival.

      His Lordship lounged upon a wicker chaise longue with a glass of lemonade on the little table at his elbow. He was in his shirtsleeves, hair flopped over his brow, casually studying the papers and notepads in his lap.

      Ever the gentleman, when he saw Lenore, he moved to rise.

      She waved him off. “Please, don’t get up on my account.”

      “I see you found Blaze—or rather, he found you.” He scratched the cat between the ears, laughing as it took a few swipes at him. “I hope he hasn’t been a nuisance…”

      “Oh, no, he’s very sweet.” Lenore sat upon the opposite chaise, doing her best to ignore the sweat-stained bodice chafing against her skin. Her wedding gown hadn’t been designed with practicality in mind, and the high collar and stiff boning made relaxation impossible.

      She must have been truly exhausted to sleep so soundly, for she wanted nothing more than to tear the dress off and be rid of it.

      “I wasn’t allowed pets growing up,” she admitted. “My mother believed animals in the house would destroy everything.”

      “She isn’t wrong. I once lost a favorite waistcoat to Blaze’s claws.” Lord Ivestone swatted the cat affectionately, telling it, “But love requires some sacrifices, eh, lad?”

      Lenore frowned at his words. “Do you believe in love, my lord?”

      He looked at her then, meeting her gaze with his own. “I strive to,” he said. “I’d hate to become a cynic, wouldn’t you?”

      She shrugged her fashionably wide shoulders, suddenly awkward. “I guess I’m feeling a little sorry for myself just now.”

      “That’s understandable, given your circumstances. But you’re terribly fortunate, all things considered. You got away. You’re no longer under Sandridge’s control. Surely your parents must see that you cannot marry against your will.”

      “You don’t know my parents. Since my fifteenth birthday, I’ve been raised to make a glorious match. They hired tutors, governesses, couturiers… We moved to Manhattan, built a marble palace on Fifth Avenue, and sent out invitations to our most illustrious neighbors, only to be snubbed by Mrs. Astor’s Four Hundred.” She sighed, recalling the shame of a party table packed with presents she hadn’t asked for, surrounded by empty chairs. “My wishes have never once been considered—not my clothes, my friends, my future, and definitely not my husband.”

      “I’m sorry. I cannot imagine how awful that must be for you.”

      “According to Sandridge, you aristocrats don’t have it much better. He made it clear that he wasn’t marrying me out of fondness, but necessity.”

      “The duke is in a unique position. I don’t envy him his leaky roofs and thousands of tenants. But I know him well enough to understand that he’s stony-broke and desperate.”

      She scoffed. “I can’t believe you’re taking his side!”

      Lenore had been warned that aristocrats stuck together. That no matter how well she married or how long she lived among the English, she would always be considered an outsider.
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She ran from a marriage of
power... and into a love worth
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